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RUSSIA ON THE EDGE OF THE ABYSS 

BY CHARLES JOHNSTON 



The Russian kaleidoscope continues to gyrate with dis- 
concerting rapidity. One day we read, in glaring headlines, 
that Lenin and Trotsky, denouncing the " unconscionable 
lies " of the German peace negotiators, have broken off 
relations with them; that a "red" army of three millions 
is ready to re-enter the war; that England and France are 
about to recognize the Lenin-Trotsky group as the de facto 
Government of Russia. On the next day, we learn that 
Trotsky and his colleagues are once more on their way to 
Brest-Litovsk, the German Eastern Headquarters, to resume 
negotiations ; that a separate peace is practically certain. 

I think we shall be wise to await the outcome before 
waxing enthusiastic over the war gestures of the Bolshevik 
adventurers ; they may be simply a part of " the haggling 
of the market." We shall be wise to see that, in the face 
of the Bolsheviki, Germany's position is overwhelmingly 
strong. The Bolsheviki have hardly more than a choice 
between ignominious surrender and a resumption of war 
with an army hopelessly weak, absolutely demoralized by 
their own propaganda, without officers, predestined to dis- 
aster. It is true that the defeat of the Bolsheviki might 
have one fortunate outcome: it might give one more oppor- 
tunity to the sane and constructive forces in Russia, if such 
forces still exist, to control the energies of the nation. In 
this event, we might possibly see Russia, after many months, 
re-enter the war on the side of justice and liberty. Mean- 
while, we shall be wise to look the facts in the face; to see 
exactly what is involved by the widespread Russian desire 
for a separate peace, to take a clear view of the moral and 
spiritual principles involved. 

It is not only that Russia, which was so eloquent, a little 
while ago, concerning German perfidy, has turned her agree- 
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ment with the Allies to seek no separate peace into a scrap 
of paper. Her betrayal is far worse than that, far more de- 
serving of condemnation. Without doubt, Germany and her 
Kaiser "willed this war," all hypocrisy notwithstanding. 
But the actual cause of the war was the determination — the 
wise and noble determination — of the Russian Imperial Gov- 
ernment not to allow Austria to crush and humiliate Serbia, 
as Austria planned to, when she sent her outrageous ulti- 
matum. An invasion of Serbia by Austria, ending with an 
occupation of Belgrade, while dealing a deadly blow at Ser- 
bia's national sovereignty, would, after all, have been a local 
question. It would not have involved the whole world in 
universal war. But Russia would not consent to this foul 
violation of the rights of nations. Russia determined to go 
to war. And, because she was bound by treaty to Russia, 
France was by this step inevitably drawn into the war. This 
precipitated the German plan, completely developed and 
prepared a decade earlier, and carried out with a parade of 
cynical lying, to violate Belgian neutrality, and thus Eng- 
land, too, was brought into the war. 

Russia's determination, Russia's act, thus drew down 
upon Belgium, France and England this appalling catas- 
trophe, and they have, with unflinching loyalty and heroism, 
with a high, untarnishable sense of honor, carried out their 
obligation to the uttermost farthing. And now, Russia " is 
tired of the war," and is taking steps to save her skin, or 
what remains of it, by betraying the Allies whom she involved 
in war. This, she calls " saving the fruits of the revolution." 

But base and cowardly as Russia's action towards the 
Western Allies is, I think that her procedure towards a 
group of nations much closer to her, geographically, is incom- 
parably worse. Let us begin with Poland: Poland, the 
larger part of which, by no wish of its own, was tied to Rus- 
sia's chariot wheels, bound and fettered to the destiny of Rus- 
sia. The Poles of Russia, with rare heroism and self- 
abnegation, threw themselves wholeheartedly on Russia's 
side from the moment war was declared. They forgot their 
many and real grievances against Russia, forgot for the time 
their own national existence even, and, with a self-sacrifice 
which should put certain other nations with " grievances " 
to lasting shame, they offered themselves, soul and body, 
on the altar of human liberty, giving their all to the great, 
universal cause of righteousness. 
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The development of the war on the Eastern front drew 
down on the head of Poland the abominable horrors and 
outrages which Belgium suffered in the West; and the tor- 
tures of Poland were worse, because they were more remote, 
more hidden, less comprehended and less mitigated by the 
world's pitying ministrations. Poland has suffered horribly, 
as a result of her connection with Russia. It was the clear 
view of the inevitableness of this suffering, a deep and 
grateful recognition of Poland's loyalty to Russia and to 
righteousness that inspired, we may believe, the proclama- 
tion of the Grand Duke Nicholas, on August 5, 1914, be- 
ginning with the stirring words: "Poles! the hour has 
sounded when the sacred dream of your fathers and your 
forefathers may be realized." That proclamation pledged 
Russia to the establishment of a free, united and autonomous 
Poland; practically to the detachment from Germany and 
Austria of the dismembered parts of Poland in Posen and 
Galicia and their union with Russian Poland as a free nation. 
And, inspired not so much by this pledge as by their own 
splendid loyalty and self-sacrifice, the Poles unflinchingly 
endured horrors of cruelty and outrage at the hands of Rus- 
sia's bestial foes. And now, to " preserve the fruits of the 
revolution," Russia is coldly and heartlessly betraying Po- 
land and the whole Polish nation, in effect giving them over 
to Teuton despotism, thinly veiled by a travesty of autonomy. 
And this, in the name of " Russia's finer inspiration of 
humanity." 

Take Serbia next. The Serbian race, closely akin to 
the Russians in blood and tongue and faith, had, in their 
long fight for national resurrection, been aided from the out- 
set by imperial Russia, this aid culminating in the campaign 
of 1877, under " Alexander the Liberator." The name was 
earned by a threefold act of liberation: the freeing of the 
serfs, in 1861, two years before Lincoln's proclamation 
freed from slavery millions of Americans; the freeing of the 
Balkan nations, and in particular of Bulgaria and Serbia, 
from age-long Turkish rapine ; and, thirdly, the political lib- 
eration of the Russian people, planned, but not consummated 
by Alexander II — because, on the eve of signing the already 
prepared Russian Constitution, he was foully assassinated 
by the Terrorists, the " revolutionary Socialists " of that day. 
It is true that the blundering stupidity of General Kaul- 
bars, a German in Russian service, later alienated from Rus- 
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sia not only Bulgaria, but Roumania also, which had been 
Russia's gallant and effective ally in the war against Turkey ; 
but the debt of the Balkan nations to imperial Russia was, 
nevertheless, immense. And with Serbia, Russia's relations 
and sympathies remained peculiarly close. It is probable that 
if, in July, 1914, Russia had flatly declared to Serbia that 
Russia would under no circumstances go to war to defend 
Serbia against Austria, we should have had no world war — 
at least at that time. That would have been an ignoble act 
on Russia's part but she chose the nobler part, and drew the 
sword for Serbia, thus inevitably plunging all Europe into 
the horrors of war. This championship of that small, gallant 
nation against her oppressors was a chivalrous act. But it 
also created a very sacred obligation: the obligation to 
continue all needed efforts and sacrifices until Serbia's cause 
should be triumphant. And this peculiarly sacred obligation, 
" free Russia " now repudiates, with a brutal selfishness that 
is appalling. The blood of Serbia is upon Russia's head — 
and not on the head of imperial Russia, which did strive to 
redeem the obligation of loyalty, but on the head of the Rus- 
sian Socialists who " through baseness, make the great 
betrayal." 

There is then Roumania: Roumania, whose case is pe- 
culiarly tragical. Drawn into the war on the side of the 
Allies, Roumania was, in the first instance, betrayed by 
broken promises of munitions and material help by Premier 
Stuermer; though it is the fact that a considerable Russian 
army did enter Roumania and fight gallantly in the north- 
ward ridge of the Carpathians ; betrayed, now, by " free Rus- 
sia," and forced, by this betrayal, to throw herself on the 
mercy of an implacable enemy. The blood of the Roumanian 
nation, like the blood of Serbia and of Poland, is upon Rus- 
sia's head. 

It is not necessary to say much concerning Italy; the 
Italian armies, the people of the occupied Venetian plain, will 
know exactly what they owe to Russia and to Russian faith. 
And if there should be further national withdrawal in north- 
ern Italy, further national suffering and sorrow, that will 
make the account heavier, but in no wise clearer. As to the 
immediate result to ourselves of Russia's desertion in the 
face of the foe, one need say even less. Those who among us 
wear mourning, because of the vastly heavier contribution 
of blood and sacrifice we shall be compelled to make, will 
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know to whose cowardice they owe their bereavement. Yet 
our sacrifices, even thus entailed, will bring their great re- 
ward. 

This, then, is the indictment against Russia. Let us try 
to fix, so far as may be, the responsibility. 

To accuse Russia's present Socialist masters, who are 
actually engineering the shameful pact with Germany, to 
call them traitors, would be both futile and unjust. On the 
contrary, they are carrying out the principles they have 
from the first professed. 

Nor can the Russian Socialists be justly blamed. It is 
high time that we should understand that this is precisely the 
kind of thing that Socialism is ; that these professional " In- 
ternationalists " are the predestined betrayers of nations ; 
they are so by the very terms of their faith; as they are in- 
evitably pro-German, because Socialism is so essentially 
German, in its origin and in its spirit : its bigotry, its tyranny, 
its unceasing " hymn of hate " sung in the name of brother- 
hood and humanity. 

On the contrary, we owe a debt of gratitude to these 
Petrograd Socialists for stripping the mask from the face 
of Socialist Internationalism, and showing it for the greedy, 
base and treacherous travesty it is. We are forewarned 
now; there is yet time for us to protect ourselves from exactly 
the same danger, the same betrayal. I do not believe, there- 
fore, that the Lenin-Trotsky gang can be held responsible 
for the loss of Russia's honor, if only for the reason that they 
repudiate the very principle of national honor. 

But, when we come to the Provisional Government, the 
case is altogether different. Their responsibility would seem 
to be heavy and absolutely clear. And I am convinced that, 
in the name of honesty and good faith, we shall serve Rus- 
sia best by the most unswerving analysis of that responsibil- 
ity. 

When the revolution was carried through, last March, 
we were told that it was made necessary and right by two 
things : first, because the Russian ministry was secretly work 
ing for a separate peace with Germany and her allies, with 
Protopopoff, Minister of the Interior, as protagonist of the 
plot. If that was true, it was unspeakably base. If Nich- 
olas II was party to such a plot, he was guilty of a treason- 
able act. But what real evidence has ever been given to the 
world demonstrating that Nicholas II ever held that design? 
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What is the fact? That for two and a half years Nicholas 
fought loyally for the cause of the Allies — and that the day 
of his abdication marked the practical withdrawal of Russia 
from the war and the Allies' cause. If he was so completely 
pro-German, as his successors in the government of Russia 
declare, why, in the name of common sense, did he go to 
war with Germany? No; we have heard the assertions of his 
enemies, assertions unbacked so far by any genuine evidence. 
But we have not yet heard the side of Nicholas himself. The 
primal requisite of justice has not yet, in his case, been ful- 
filled. 

As for Protopopoff, the problem is a difficult one. He 
was a man who stood high, an able parliamentarian, a close 
friend of Rodzianko and Gutchkoff, for some time Vice- 
President of the Duma, one of the trusted Duma leaders; 
and, as a Duma leader, he visited France and England with 
the Duma Committee in the summer of 1916. More than 
that: while in Stockholm on his way back to Russia with the 
Duma Committee, he was approached by a German diplo- 
mat who urged him to persuade Russia to make a separate 
peace, Russia to have, among her rewards, possession of 
Constantinople — at the cost, of course, of Germany's ally, 
Turkey. And the noteworthy thing is, that it was Proto- 
popoff himself who revealed and denounced these intrigues 
in the Duma, with Rodzianko standing sponsor for him. I 
confess I cannot understand exactly by what process the 
corruption of Protopopoff, his conversion from patriot to 
traitor, was brought about between the Autumn of 1916 and 
the Spring of 1917 — if it was brought about. But this fact 
is abundantly clear: Protopopoff was thrown into prison, 
in the first days of the revolution and has, seemingly, been 
kept there ever since. Why, then, if he was guilty, was he 
not put on trial? If there was clear evidence convicting 
him of treason — or of planning the treason which Russia 
is now carrying out — why was he not put on trial, convicted 
and shot? Elementary justice demands his trial; wisdom 
demands that he should have been tried, with the fullest pub- 
licity and without delay. It was found possible to try, con- 
vict and condemn Sukhomlinoff ; why was it not equally 
possible to try Protopopoff? 

The second reason alleged for bringing about the revo- 
lution was that the Tsar, or, if you wish, the Minister of the 
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Interior, had prorogued the Duma. Yes; we remember 
that there was once a Duma. ... Its present status is ob- 
scure. Is the Duma still in being? Has it been dissolved — 
by the present government of usurpers, who have not a shred 
of legal authority, either to make or mar? Or did the Duma 
simply fade away into innocuous desuetude? Well, was it 
worth while creating a revolution for the sake of that anemic 
wraith? After the Tsar's abdication, all legal power in 
Russia was in the hands of the Duma. One would be in- 
clined to ask the Duma to render an account of its steward- 
ship — if the Duma could be found. 

It seems to me that there was a certain insubstantiality 
in both these revolutionary pleas — a certain lack of candor 
also. For the fact is, that the Duma leaders had determined 
to bring about a revolution months before: long before 
Protopopoff could have plotted to make a separate peace; 
before Protopopoff was appointed Minister; long before 
the Duma was prorogued. These were not the causes of 
the Russian Revolution; they were merely pretexts, ex- 
cuses before international opinion. The truth seems to be, 
that the Duma leaders wanted to become Ministers them- 
selves — as they did in fact become Ministers — perhaps be- 
cause they felt certain that they could do infinitely better 
than the old imperial ministry which was, they said, honey- 
combed with pro-German feeling and grossly incompetent. 
Well, the world can now judge which of the two was more 
competent, more formidable to the enemy. 

But at this point, I shall probably find myself in conflict 
with American feeling and American opinion, which holds 
that a revolution against Tsardom is so inherently right and 
necessary, that no justification is needed; which holds that 
it was magnificent of the " Russian people " to rise in their 
might and throw off the hated yoke; which applauded en- 
thusiastically the arrival of "the world's youngest democ- 
racy," " the new republic of the Slavs." 

Yes; an overwhelming section of American opinion held 
that view — in part, I think, from a natural ignorance of real 
conditions in Russia. We forgot, those of us who exulted 
in the Russian Revolution, that their case was worlds away 
from ours. In 1776, the year called to our minds by the word 
Revolution, the thirteen American States had been 
schooled in constitutional government for generations ; their 
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representative institutions were an immediate outgrowth, 
nay, a living part of the great tree of representative govern- 
ment which is England's lasting contribution to the organi- 
zation of mankind. They were saturated with English con- 
stitutional law and practice ; and it was precisely in the name 
of English constitutional law that they raised the standard 
of revolution. 

But the Russian people have had no such training. The 
communistic meetings of their village Mirs bear no analogy 
to the constitutional organization and training of the thirteen 
American colonies. It was, therefore, a piece of large 
credulity, to say the least, to credit them with an inherent 
and full-grown aptitude for the very complicated and diffi- 
cult task of constitutional government. They already had a 
beginning of representative government, in the young and 
still inexperienced Duma; they had, what we have not yet 
in the United States, the beginnings of ministerial responsi- 
bility. They had a dynasty, established by the national will, 
in a great Constituent Assembly in which were represented 
all the living elements of Russia, three hundred years before ; 
a dynasty, with whose growth Russia had grown great, push- 
ing north-westward to the Baltic, south-westward to the 
Black Sea, eastward, across the vast untouched spaces of 
Siberia to the Pacific, and even across Bering Straits to in- 
clude Alaska. With the Romanoffs, Russia had grown 
great; already, with the lapse of the dynasty, Russia is fall- 
ing to pieces. Unquestionably, the old regime had its faults, 
many and grave ; but it had this supreme virtue : it was able 
to call, and to call successfully, on the Russian army for im- 
mense sacrifices and heroic devotion, as against the gross 
motions of selfishness which seem to be the highest ideal 
of " free Russia." 

But the Russian People, I shall be told, threw off a des- 
potism. Let us for the moment say that they did. But they 
have now fallen under a far worse despotism, whether it be 
that of paid agents of the German tyranny or — still worse — 
the despotism of all that is basest in themselves. 

But the plain truth is that the Russian people did not 
throw off a despotism, nor did they carry through a revolu- 
tion. The mass of the Russian People — if there be a Rus- 
sian People, and not a mere conglomerate of self-centered 
villagers — had as small a part in the " Russian Revolution " 
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as had the highlanders of Tibet. Nor have the Russian Peo- 
ple had any chance to express an opinion as to the revolution. 
After nearly a year, that elementary step has not been taken ; 
no Constituent Assembly has been called — for the packed 
Congress of Socialists being got together under that name 
is a fraudulent pretence. 

But to return to the Provisional Government and their 
responsibility. Trotsky, with a fine sense of honorable obli- 
gation, has been publishing secret treaties, with the deliber- 
ate purpose, of course, of damaging the Allies and helping 
Germany, though he has quite failed to throw discredit on 
the Allies. But there are two secret treaties which he has 
not published yet, and is not likely to publish: first, the 
treaty which the Petrograd Socialists made with the Kaiser, 
the operation of which we are now witnessing; and, second, 
the treaty which the Duma leaders made with the Socialists 
of the Sovyet — the operation of which has been Russia's 
shame and humiliation since the early Spring. The fact is 
that, already at the end of April, the Provisional Govern- 
ment was tied hand and foot, supine before the Sovyet, tim- 
idly obeying the Sovyet's behests. And the supreme proof 
of their subjection was, and is, the anarchic demoralization 
of the Russian army. And the plain truth is that, for the 
promulgation of this ghastly piece of folly Alexander Ker- 
ensky is absolutely responsible. There was, if you wish, an 
element of idealism in urging self-government on an army, 
on the battle-line. But there was more of folly and yet more 
of vanity. Folly, because even a little common sense would 
have told him that an army is not a debating society, but a 
stem instrument of war, formed for work that, at the best, 
is terribly dangerous, work on whose efficiency depends the 
liberty, nay, the very existence of nations ; an army can win 
only if moved by a single will, carrying out a single plan; 
and, even on this condition, it is far from certain to win. But, 
without this condition, it is absolutely and fatally certain 
to lose. 

There was much of folly here, but even more of vanity. 
These Russian leaders, green and untried in practical tasks, 
were self -persuaded that they were going to set up a new 
standard, teach a new lesson of human perfection, to the 
whole world — and notably to " effete " France and England, 
which still insist on real discipline in their armies. Kerensky 
did not see, and did not want to see, that to turn an army 
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into a debating society is about as wise as going to sea in 
an apartment house; the foundering of one is as certain as 
the disaster awaiting the other. And he did not see this, I 
am persuaded, largely because of his overweening vanity. I 
doubt whether he sees it even now. 

But, in the last analysis, responsibility rests with the 
manhood of the Russian army. We have heard a part — a 
very small part — of the truth regarding the assassination 
of Russian officers by men in the ranks. That was condoned, 
if not actually counselled, by the members of the Provisional 
Government, who gave to the soldiers lists of officers " faith- 
ful to the revolution," and who were, therefore, not to be 
shot. I suppose they did not say so openly; but it is pretty 
plain that they expected all officers not thus franked to be 
assassinated. At any rate, large numbers of officers were so 
assassinated, both by the soldiers and the sailors. Among 
these officers murdered was Commander Butakoff, for years 
Russian military attache to the United States, a man as 
kindly and gentle as he was loyal. And he was butchered, 
and hundreds like him. And the gentlemen of the Pro- 
visional Government did not raise a finger to stop it. They 
simply franked their own favorites. This, in the name of 
" the new liberty." 

So they made their fatal bargain with the Socialists, and 
now the mortgage has fallen due. 

But their acquiescence in murder in no way exonerates 
the soldiers and sailors who did the butchering. Their guilt 
is their own. And the guilt of Russia's base betrayal is theirs 
also. It is mere intellectual levity to think that the Germanic 
Socialists at Petrograd, even if " advised," as we are told, 
by members of the German General Staff, are delivering 
an unwilling army, bound and helpless, to treachery and 
dishonor. There are still brave men and men of honor in 
the rank and file in the Russian army; but their helplessness 
in the ghastly collapse in the fighting, last July, shows that 
the cowards are in the majority. As for the officers, as 
General Alexeieff said at Moscow, many of them are mar- 
tyrs, tragically alive to the disgrace that is being brought 
upon them. We should give these officers our heart-felt 
sympathy now — even if we made no protest when their 
fellow-officers were being murdered. 

There is, perhaps, one ray of hope for Russia: that Gen- 
eral Kaledin may be completely successful, and may estab- 
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lish a government founded on loyalty, on devotion, on obedi- 
ence, on good faith. From the scattered fragments of the 
" Provisional Government," I am convinced that we need 
hope for nothing. I think they have shown themselves de- 
void not only of the rudiments of statesmanship, but, what 
is a greater matter, pretty completely devoid of moral prin- 
ciple. Their pact with the Socialists sufficiently demon- 
strates that. 

For Russia, I am quite convinced, the only right govern- 
ment is a monarchy, one in which the mainspring will be 
loyalty and devotion, not the grossest selfishness and self- 
seeking. If there should be any possibility of the establish- 
ment of such a government, whether through General Kale- 
din, or by any other means — except German intervention — 
let us leam from our mistakes; let us not only not criticise 
or oppose such a government, with a narrowness which can 
see no good in any institutions but our own; let us, on the 
contrary, welcome and strengthen it. Let us clear our minds 
of shadows and the superstition of names, and see things as 
they really are. We have optimistically — and somewhat 
credulously — called Russia free, a republic, a democracy. 
Russia has not, for a single day, been either a republic, a 
democracy, or free. Under a monarchy which makes the high 
appeal of loyalty, she may be really free, and may have some- 
thing of genuine democracy also. But we must, I think, 
remember that, if it be necessary to make the world safe for 
democracy, it is even more necessary to make the world safe 
for honor and justice. 

It is with deep shame and a sense of personal humiliation 
that a life-long friend of Russia writes of Russia as I have 
felt compelled to write. Yet not without hope also. For in 
the Russia the world has known, in the Russians one has 
known, there was so much that was fine, honorable, inspir- 
ing, that there is yet room for hope. It may be that, even 
at the eleventh hour, all the forces in Russia that make for 
righteousness, and they are many, may find the unity and 
strength to bring Russia back to the path of loyalty and 
honor, justifying all that her friends have hoped of her, of 
nobility and justice and genuine humanity. 

Charles Johnston. 



